




SOCIAL CLASS AND THE COLLEGE EXPERIENCE OF 
STUDENTS IN KENTUCKY: AN EXPLORATORY STUDY 
 
 




Ainsley Lambert, B.A. 
 
Department of Sociology, Social Work, and Criminology 




ABSTRACT:  A great deal of research in higher education is focused on difficulties that 
pertain specifically to lower income students. Many of these studies use qualitative methods 
and small samples from a single institution. This study uses quantitative methods and a 
stratified sample of 388 students to examine the effects of social class on students' 
experiences at four colleges in Kentucky.  The results support the notion that lower income 
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According to Cookson and Persell (1991), the social and racial makeup of America’s 
elite colleges and universities prior to the 1960’s was largely homogeneous. In an article 
published more than ten years later, it is stated that “the top colleges draw three-quarters of 
their students from the wealthiest quarter of families in America, and only three percent of 
students from the poorest quarter” (Aries and Seider, 2005). This suggests that lower-income 
students, as well as minorities, continue to be underrepresented in higher education, 
“particularly in four-year institutions and more selective colleges” (Walpole 2003). The 
disparate numbers of lower income versus higher income students in higher education has 
become an increasingly popular topic in sociological research and has led to investigation of 
a variety of topics including, but not limited to: comparisons of higher and lower income 
students’ demographic and background characteristics, secondary school preparation, the 
college selection process, transition to and experiences at college, and studies of attrition. A 
significant proportion of these studies are theoretically grounded in Pierre Bourdieu’s works 
on social and cultural reproduction, (Langhout, Rosselli, &Feinstein, 2007; Cohen, 1998; 
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Lynch & O’Riordan, 1998; Aries & Seider, 
2005; Walpole, 2003; Brimeyer, Miller, & Perrucci 2006; Lareau, 1987; Aronson, 2008;) 
which maintain that social hierarchies are reproduced over generations through the education 
system and social institutions by the inheritance of varying levels of social, economic, and 
cultural capital. 
In a society that expects education to be a channel of social mobility, social 
reproduction theory and the evidence which supports it can be quite disheartening. In its most 
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brief form, the research indicates that lower-income college students in comparison with their 
higher-income peers, lack social and cultural capital necessary for college success, are less 
prepared academically and are less likely to enroll in college, specifically four-year 
institutions. In addition to this, lower income students are are more likely to attend less 
selective colleges when they do enroll, have greater difficulty making the transition to 
college life, experience classism, as well as feelings of marginalization, isolation, and a lower 
sense of belonging, and additionally have lower educational aspirations, persistence rates, 
attainment, and occupational outcomes (Ostrove & Long, 2007; Langhout, Rosselli & 
Feinstein, 2007; Freeman, Anderman, & Jensen, 2007; Walpole, 2003; Aries &Seider, 2005; 
Cohen, 1998; Ostrove & Cole, 2003).  
More specifically, the research tells us that students’ demographic characteristics are 
related to students’ experiences at college. Langhout, Rosselli, and Feinstein (2006) found 
that females and students of color experienced more classism, a type of discrimination in 
which people of “lower social class levels are treated in ways that exclude, devalue, discount, 
and separate them.” Their experiences of classism led to feeling further isolated and 
marginalized at college. Another study of the college experiences of lower income, African 
American students, indicated that minorities are “doubly marginalized.” As Cookson and 
Persell (1991) put it, the African American students they interviewed dealt with the “burden 
of acting white,” as well as “acting upper class,” which resulted in an increased sense of 
isolation. These results complement the ones found by Horvat and Antonio (1999) in their 
study of six African American girls at an elite high school in California.  
Additionally, parent’s level of education impacts student’s experiences at college. 
Students from working class backgrounds are often at a disadvantage due to the lack of 
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information and knowledge of college life. Students who have a parent or parents that 
attended college are able to use their parent’s experiences, skills, and education as a resource 
for navigating their own college experience (Lynch & O’Riordan, 1998). Additionally, 
Pascarella and Terenzini point out in their comprehensive book, How College Affects 
Students (1991), that students with higher educated parents see enhancements not only in 
their immediate experiences while in college, but in “educational attainment, job status, early 
career earnings,” and for women, an increased “likelihood of entering a male-dominated 
occupation.” Though students whose parents have not acquired a higher education are still 
capable of these accomplishments, their initial entrance to college is often defined by 
“feelings of intimidation, discomfort, inadequacy, and deficiency” (Aries & Seider, 2005). 
This is discussed further in the following section.  
SOCIAL CONTEXT 
When studying issues of social class and social reproduction, colleges are a major 
focus. This is because social class is contextually mediated meaning social class is best 
understood within specific contexts or places. When considering the class divisions in US 
neighborhoods and cities, it is important to grasp that college is often a student’s first major 
encounter with people from different social class backgrounds. Therefore, a student’s social 
class plays a major role in their college experiences. Additionally, colleges are cited as the 
ideal context for studying social reproduction because it is a transitional place for many 
students as well as a representation of social class mobility for working-class students 
(Langhout, Rosselli & Feinstein, 2007; Ostrove & Cole, 2003). This has major implications 
for lower-income students who are not equipped with the “right” forms of capital, the 
“middle class social style, language…knowledge” and network (Jensen, 2004).  
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The lack of economic, cultural, and social capital are detrimental to the transition of 
working class students into the middle class college environment. A study by Aries and 
Seider (2005) which interviewed thirty lower income students, fifteen from an elite college 
and fifteen from a state college, found that “the absence of economic and cultural capital of 
lower income students” became more salient as they entered college. This “heightened 
awareness of class…led to feelings of intimidation, discomfort, inadequacy, deficiency, 
exclusion, and powerlessness” (Langhout, Rosselli, & Feinstein, 2007). Additionally, the 
lower income students at the elite college experienced these feelings more, due to greater 
disparities in wealth. This exemplifies the role of social context in examining social class. 
The more elite or prestigious a college is, the greater discrepancies there are in wealth 
between the lower and higher income students, resulting in more negative experiences and a 
more difficult transition for lower income students. Feelings of intimidation, deficiency, and 
exclusion experienced by lower income students are arguably caused by classism in the 
college environment (Langhout, Rosselli, &Feinstein, 2007). 
  At the same time lower income students may initially lack capital, college offers new 
knowledge and ideas and the opportunity to acquire “new forms of capital that affluent 
students already possess” in areas of “judgment, taste, opinions, preferences, and practices” 
(Aries & Seider, 2005). Moreover, an article by Jensen (2004) describes the expectation that 
lower income students are to “learn to adopt and represent middle class culture as their own” 
as well as sever their ties to the lower class. Jensen describes this clash of competing values 
within as the “imposter syndrome,” where students feel their identity is inauthentic as they 
negotiate their cognitive dissonance.  In her study, several participants noted that other 
students “do a pretty good job of hiding class” and described “ways in which others might 
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display or ‘perform’ a class identity different than their own.” One student from the elite 
school noted that “It’s hard to tell who’s from that background, because class is something 
that you can hide. You can perform your identity and pretend to be part of another class. So 
it’s really hard to tell” (Jensen, 2004).  
Similarly, some students interviewed by Aries and Seider discussed coping 
mechanisms to make up for “class-based discontinuities between who they were before 
college and who they were becoming.” Because language and variations in speech were seen 
as indicators of class background, lower income students talked about code-switching (i.e. 
changing speech patterns, topics of conversation, etc.) as a way to negotiate these differences 
(Aries & Seider, 2005; Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Bufton, 2003). Horvat and Antonio also 
described employable strategies developed by participants in their study, “such as their 
learned ability to alter their identities” depending on their environment, which made 
adjusting to life at an elite school more manageable.   
Based on the literature of social class and the college experience, and in response to 
the findings of Aries and Seider (2005), I developed a quantitative study to examine the 
experiences of lower income students at four colleges in Kentucky. I sought to understand if 
college students from lower socioeconomic standings are more likely to feel comfortable in 
their current class identity or feel like an “imposter” in their college environment, 
accompanied by a need to pretend.  
METHOD 
PARTICIPANTS 
Participants were 388 students from four colleges in Kentucky: University of 
Kentucky, a large public research university (97, or 25%), University of Louisville, a large, 
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urban comprehensive university (74, or 19%), Transylvania University, a small, private, 
liberal arts university  (73, or 19%), and Morehead State University, a small, public, 
nonmetropolitan liberal arts university (144, or 37%). Of the 388 respondents, 209 (54%) 
identified as female and 179 (46%) identified as male. The average age of the sample was 20, 
with a range of 17 to 49. Most respondents (89%) identified as white or Anglo American, 
nine percent identified as African American, one percent as Asian American, one percent as 
Native American, and one percent as Latino(a).  
 DESIGN AND PROCEDURE 
 The four colleges were selected based on the Carnegie Classifications of universities.  
I then attempted to standardize class choice by sampling only history, English, and sociology 
classes at both the freshman and senior levels for comparison. Every professor within each 
department at all four universities was sent an email that described the study and asked for 
their permission to allow the researcher to come and administer the survey to their class. Due 
to the fact that some professors were more reluctant to do so than others, the sample was 
somewhat skewed.  This will be discussed further in the limitations section.  In all, 388 
completed surveys were collected for analysis.  
MEASURES 
Race and Gender. Participants were asked to classify their race or ethnic background 
using a single item question that offered five options: White/Anglo-American, African-
American, Asian-American, Native-American, or Latino(a). One item was also used for 
students to identify their gender. The options were male or female.  
Parents Education. Participants were asked to indicate the amount of education 
attained by their parents by marking one of the following for each parent (if applicable):  
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some high school, high school grad/GED, some college, bachelor-level degree, 
M.A./professional degree, doctoral-level degree.  
Parents Income. To determine parent income, I asked participants to select from eight 
income ranges, beginning at less than 10,000 dollars a year and ending at more than 150,000 
dollars a year.  
Classist College Environment. To assess the extent to which participants felt their 
college environment was classist, I used eleven items from the “Classism Experiences 
Questionnaire—Academe, or the CEQ-A,” formulated by Langhout, Rosselli, and Feinstein 
(2007). Eight items were selected from the “Stereotype Citation” section of the questionnaire. 
Participants were asked to indicate how often the following sample items occurred at their 
college, “During your time at your college, were you ever in situations where students or 
professors:” Made stereotypical remarks about people who are poor, made offensive remarks 
about students on financial aid, or laughed at the way people who are poor speak. Students 
had the option of selecting one of eight choices to indicate how often each item occurred, (8) 
Almost Daily, (7) Several Times a Week, (6) Once a Week, (5) Several Times a Month, (4) 
Once a month, (3) Several Times a Year, (2) Never or Almost Never, or (1) Not applicable. 
A composite variable denoting classist college environment was constructed from these 
scaled variables. 
Class Discounting. Three final items were taken from the “Interpersonal Classism: 
Discounting” section of the CEQ-A to measure feelings of being discounted based on class. 
Participants used the same one-to-eight scale to indicate how often students or professors at 
their college: Didn’t seem to appreciate your financial burdens, encouraged you to purchase 
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things you could not afford, or assumed that you could provide your own method of 
transportation.   Another composite variable was constructed from these scaled variables.  
Class Salience. Class salience was assessed with a one item measure: “I often think 
about my social class when I am interacting with others.” Participants were asked to indicate 
their response on a five-point scale (ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”). 
Class Sentiments. “Social class sentiments are attitudes and beliefs illustrating 
awareness of inequalities and conflicting interests between groups or strata in society” and 
are “influenced by social class location” (Brimeyer, Miller, & Perrucci, 2006). Entering 
college students, who come into contact with students of other social class locations, 
simultaneously encounter new beliefs and attitudes. Brimeyer et al. expressed the idea that 
students’ class sentiments correspond with the dominant views of others. Therefore, four 
items were selected from the “Class Sentiments Scale” to determine if student’s pretending 
was related to adapting to the dominant class’ sentiments. The four items included: 1) The 
government should see that every family has enough money to have a decent standard of 
living, 2) The government should limit the amount of money an individual earns each year, 
3) Workers should have more power in their relationships with their employers, and 4) It 
should be illegal to move a plant out of the United States to seek higher profits. 
The Dependent Variable: Pretending to Be Something I’m Not. To assess the degree 
to which students pretend, or act like imposters, because of social pressures at college, the 
participants were presented with the following prompt: “At college, I often pretend to be 
something I’m not.” They were then asked to indicate their response on a five-point scale 




The descriptive statistics in Table 1 illustrate that a large majority of students feel that 
they pretend to be something they are not at college (43% strongly agree, 45% agree). Less 
than one percent (.8%) strongly disagreed and only 4.1% disagreed. The remaining 7.5% (29 
participants) answered not sure.  
TABLE 1 
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To address the relationship between pretending and the independent variables I ran 
three ordinary least squares regression models. Since I assumed that the independent 
variables would work differently for students from different social classes, the sample was 
divided into three subsets (lower, middle and higher incomes students), based on the 
respondents’ answers to the survey question regarding parent’s annual income. The lower 
income subset includes students who marked one of the following: less than $10,000, 
$10,001-20,000, or $20,001-40,000. The middle income subset includes students who 
marked $40,001-60,000 or $60,001-80,000. The higher income subset includes students who 
marked $80,001-100,000, $100,001-150,000, or more than $150,000. Accordingly, all of the 
calculations for Table 2 are done for students who share similar class backgrounds.  
The regression models were much better at explaining the plight of poor and affluent 
students and less so for middle income students. Demographic variables, for all of these 
groups, did not explain much of the variance for pretending. Race and parent’s education 
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were never significant. The only significant coefficient was women in the upper incomes 




Standardized Regression Coefficients for 









































































































Adjusted R squared .207 .022 .193 
F-statistic 3.877*** .776 3.260** 
N 138 131 119 
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 
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The effects of social class were sometimes significant. Among lower income students 
class discounting was positively associated with pretending (.291**). Lower income students 
did not seem to be affected by classist statements about the poor (.049), while higher income 
students appeared to pretend more when they recognized classist comments by their 
schoolmates (.215*). Issues of class salience significantly impacted pretending for both lower 
income students (.281**) and higher income students (.195*).  
 Class sentiments were irrelevant in this sample, as there was no significance for any 
income subset group. Additionally, school type was irrelevant for lower and middle class 
students. However, upper income students pretended more at the large public universities, 
University of Louisville (.305**) and University of Kentucky (.348**), but not at the private, 
liberal arts college (Transylvania). In these comparisons, the nonmetropolitan public 
university was the reference category. 
DISCUSSION 
 The goal of this study was to investigate how social class affects the experiences of 
college students at four universities in Kentucky. Specifically, I looked at whether or not 
students’ experiences relating to class were correlated to the notion that they pretend to be 
something they are not at college. Based on the literature I included variables denoting class 
discounting, classist college environment, class salience, and class sentiments, along with 
demographic variables (race/ethnicity, gender, parent education level, and parent income 
level) and dummy variables to distinguish the different social contexts at the four 
universities.   
With respect to demographic variables, this study does not align with the findings in 
the literature that support the idea that racial minorities and students from families with lower 
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educational attainment levels experience feelings of discomfort and a lower sense of 
belonging at college. In this study neither racial minorities nor students whose parents had 
lesser educational backgrounds were more likely to pretend at college.  This could be due to 
the fact that the dependent variable is more indirectly related to these variables and that 
pretending at college may be a result of dealing with discomfort and a lower sense of 
belonging by lower income college students. With respect to women, however, the results 
show that women from upper income levels pretend less at college than their male 
counterparts. This could indicate that affluent college men are more likely to find themselves 
in mixed social class company, where they pretend more, than affluent college women. 
This study supported the findings of previous research on lower income students’ 
experiences of classism by showing that these students feel marginalized and isolated, and 
act like “imposters” at college. Students who felt their economic hardships were ignored, and 
were assumed to be able to afford middle class expenditures, pretended more. A classist 
college environment, measured by the occurrence of classist statements about the poor by 
schoolmates or professors, appeared to affect only upper income students. A possible reason 
for this pattern is that classist statements about the poor may be more covert and therefore, 
not often heard by lower income students. Secondly, this pattern suggests that when higher 
income students recognize classist comments by their schoolmates, they pretend or 
emphasize their wealth to prove their status among other higher income students.  The 
findings support the association between class salience and pretending.  Both lower income 
and higher income students pretend more at college when they think others are routinely 
thinking about the respondent’s social class. 
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I did not find a relationship between class sentiments and pretending. This suggests 
that students of all class backgrounds did not feel more or less comfortable if they saw 
capitalism as a just or exploitative system.  
Finally, although much of the literature supports the idea that the social context of the 
institution affects students’ experiences, specifically school type and prestige, school type in 
the present study was mostly irrelevant. Only affluent students pretended more at the large 
public universities, while lower and middle income students showed no variation in 
pretending at any of the schools. I suspect that this pattern might reflect the greater 
proportion of poorer students attending college in Kentucky, which would reduce the 
pressure for lower income students to pretend. 
LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 
 
The findings of this study may in part have been affected by sample selection.  
College students in Kentucky may be different from college students nationwide.  For 
example, the Kentucky college-going population has a greater proportion of poorer students, 
less racial diversity, and less educational attainment among the students’ parents. The sample 
was also slightly distorted due to the fact that professors at Morehead State University were 
more willing to give me access to their classes whereas professors at other universities were 
less willing to do so, resulting in a larger sample of students from Morehead State University. 
For this reason, each university was not represented as equally in the sample as I hoped for.  
A second limitation involves the nature of the measures. I used a single-item, broad 
measure of “pretending” which may be an insufficient measure for such an important 
construct. Students could be pretending at a number of things, so future research should focus 
on distinct reasons for pretending, as well as use more narrowly defined measures. 
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Additionally, it may benefit future studies to use a composite measure of family SES (a 
combination of parents’ education, income, and occupation) as opposed to parents’ education 
and income as separate constructs.  
Another possible limitation concerns the findings that demonstrated poor students 
were not affected by classist statements about the poor. I believe that further investigation is 
needed on this matter, because classist comments may be of a more private, hidden, and 
covert sort. In this case lower income students may not be aware of classist comments that 
are made and therefore could not be directly affected.  
Despite these limitations, this research supports the importance of further 
investigation into the effects of social class on students’ experiences at college. Issues of 
social context, minority status, and a classist college environment have proved to be very 
important variables in other studies, and although they were not in this study, these variables 
should still be incorporated in future studies on the issues related to those presented in this 
study.  
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